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INFORMATION  PAPER  -  NORTHERN  YELLOWSTONE  ELK  HERD 

Control  of  the  Northern  Yellowstone  elk  herd  within  Yellowstone  National  Park 
by  annual  trapping  programs  has  become  fairly  routine.     It  has,  however, 
affected  elk  distributions  and  behavior  to  the  extent  that  opportunities  for 
visitors  to  see  and  photograph  the  animals  or  to  obtain  significant  control 
by  hunting  outside  park  boundaries  has  been  reduced. 

A  variable  quota  hunting  system  that  allows  elk  to  move  outside  the  park  and 
holds  herd  numbers  within  a  general  range  over  a  period  of  several  years  could 
substitute  for  trapping  removals  on  a  migratory  herd  segment.       A  variable 
quota  trapping  system  that  only  resulted  in  these  elk  being  controlled  during 
certain  years  would  also  be  workable,  but  a  less  satisfactory  approach  than 
restoring  hunting  outside  park  boundaries  as  an  effective  control  method. 

Scattered  resident  segments  of  the  Northern  Yellowstone  elk  herd  remain  in 
the  interior  of  the  park  even  during  severe  winters.     Detailed  research  is 
being  conducted  on  these  elk  to  determine  if  they  will  be  naturally  controlled 
by  the  combined  actions  of  native  predators  and  periodic  severe  winters.  This 
type  of  natural  control  appears  to  operate  on  the  Firehole,  Gibbon  and  Madison 
River  elk  herds  within  the  park,  and  is  probably  the  primary  reason  the  region 
holds  a  substantial  population  of  grizzly  bear,  coyotes  and  other  native  meat 
eaters  which  utilize  the  elk  as  food.     The  elk  in  this  region  are  also  rela- 
tively unafraid  of  man  and  afford  park  visitors  with  unusual  opportunities  to 
see  and  photograph  them  at  close  range. 

Present  management  plans  are  to  allow  the  late  winter  size  of  the  Northern 
Yellowstone  elk  herd  to  range  from  about  5,000  to  7,000,  as  it  has  since  1962! 
The  migratory  segment  would  be  held  within  a  general  3,000  to  5,000  animal 
range  by  hunting  outside  park  boundaries.     The  resident  segment  in  the  park's 
interior  is  tentatively  expected  to  stabilize  at  about  2,500  animals  with 
natural  control.     Actual  numbers  are  considered  less  important  than  main- 
taining elk  distributions  and  migratory  habits  that  prevent  excessive  range 
overuse  or  serious  conflicts  with  other  wildlife  on  the  Northern  Yellowstone 
winter  range. 

The  overall  management  program  will  be  continuously  monitored  by  studies  of 
elk  distributions,  movements  and  population  changes  and  their  effects  on 
ranges  and  other  wildlife.     Needed  adjustments  or  modifications  will  be 
recommended  in  annual  management  plans  developed  by  field  personnel  of  the 
National  Park  Service  and  the  Montana  Fish  and  Game  Department. 

The  program  differs  from  previous  years  only  to  the  extent  that  (1)  the  herd 
size  will  be  allowed  to  vary  within  a  range  (instead  of  attempting  to  hold 
herds  to  a  set  number,  which  is  all  but  impossible  under  variable  weather 
conditions)  and  (2)   the  use  of  a  variable  quota  system,  which  is  necessary 
if  hunting  outside  park  bouuiaries  is  to  ♦'unction  as  a  substitute  for 
controlling  the  migratory  segment  of  the  Northern  Yellowstone  elk  herd  by 
trapping.     The  resident  segment  of  this  herd  would  not  be  managed  if  natural 
controls  can  be  restored. 


